Distribution and morphology of baroreceptors in the rat carotid sinus as revealed by immunohistochemistry for P2X3 purinoceptors.
The morphological characteristics of baroreceptors in the rat carotid sinus were reevaluated by whole-mount preparations with immunohistochemistry for P2X3 purinoceptors using confocal scanning laser microscopy. Immunoreactive nerve endings for P2X3 were distributed in the internal carotid artery proximal to the carotid bifurcation, particularly in the region opposite the carotid body. Some pre-terminal axons in nerve endings were ensheathed by myelin sheaths immunoreactive for myelin basic protein. Pre-terminal axons ramified into several branches that extended two-dimensionally in every direction. The axon terminals of P2X3-immunoreactive nerve endings were flat and leaf-like in shape, and extended hederiform- or knob-like protrusions in the adventitial layer. Some axons and axon terminals with P2X3 immunoreactivity were also immunoreactive for P2X2, and axon terminals were closely surrounded by terminal Schwann cells with S100 or S100B immunoreactivity. These results revealed the detailed morphology of P2X3-immunoreactive nerve endings and suggested that these endings respond to a mechanical deformation of the carotid sinus wall with their flat leaf-like terminals.